Many people with RA do not have lung disease. When RA does affect the lung, it can lead to many different lung conditions. ILD is the most common problem in the lungs of people living with RA. Other conditions that RA can cause include nodules in the lungs (known as "pulmonary nodules"), and problems with the airways in the lung, problems with the outside lining of the lung (known as "pleural disease"). People taking certain medications to treat RA can have side effects that involve the lung, including lung infections (due to a weakened immune system) and even ILD due to medications.
When doctors use the term RA-ILD, they are usually referring only to ILD involving the lungs in someone living with RA.
What are the symptoms of RA-ILD?
People with RA-ILD can have symptoms related to problems in their lungs and joints.
In the lungs, most people with early RA-ILD will have no respiratory symptoms or might have a bothersome cough. As the disease progresses, breathlessness during exercise and daily activities becomes common. Fatigue, depression, and anxiety are also common.
What causes RA-ILD?
No one is certain what causes either RA or RA-ILD. Some risk factors for RA include smoking and certain genetic mutations in a family of genes called "human leukocyte antigen", or "HLA" genes. There is a theory that inflammation of the lungs might trigger RA itself, meaning that the condition might start in the lungs in some people and then spread to the joints. In people with RA, the major risk factor for developing ILD is smoking. Other risk factors for ILD include being older, being a man, and having more severe RA.
How is RA-ILD diagnosed?
When a doctor or other healthcare provider suspects that a patient has ILD, they will perform tests that might include pulmonary function tests, a chest x-ray, blood work, and a high-resolution CT scan (also known as CAT scan). Pulmonary function tests measure how much air the lungs can hold. The more scar tissue the lungs have, the less air they will hold. A doctor will also use a special kind of X-ray of the chest, called a high-resolution computed tomography (HRCT) scan, which gives detailed images of the lung. Healthy lung tissue looks nearly black on a CT scan. Scar tissue and inflammation both appear grey or white.
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